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Abstract

Work-integrated learning (WIL) is widely used in higher education to enhance
graduate employability by bridging the gap between academic learning and
professional practice. However, limited research has examined how students
experience learning within client-based WIL contexts, particularly in
information technology (IT) education in the Global South. This study addresses
this gap by examining how final-year IT students experience experiential
learning during a client-based WIL project at a private higher education
institution (HEI) in South Africa. Guided by Kolb and Kolb’s experiential
learning theory, a qualitative case study design was employed. Data were
generated through two focus group discussions with six final-year IT students
and a semi-structured interview with an industry client. Reflexive thematic
analysis was used to examine students’ learning experiences. The findings
demonstrate that experiential learning in client-based WIL is a dynamic and
iterative process shaped by theory—practice integration, reflective engagement,
client interaction, collaborative work, and structural programme conditions.
These processes contribute to the development of both technical competencies
and professional skills, including communication, adaptability, and professional
identity. However, challenges related to communication practices, time
management, and inconsistencies in project conditions were also identified. The
study contributes to understanding experiential learning processes within IT-
focused WIL contexts and offers practical insights for improving programme
design, supervision, and student support. While the study is limited to a single
institutional context and a small sample, the findings provide a basis for further
research across diverse WIL environments.
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Introduction

Work-integrated learning (WIL) has become a central feature of higher education
globally, particularly in professionally oriented disciplines such as information
technology (IT) where graduates are expected to transition effectively into complex and
rapidly evolving work environments. In the South African and broader African higher
education context, WIL is increasingly positioned as a strategic response to persistent
concerns around graduate employability, skills mismatches, and the readiness of
graduates to meet industry expectations.

Graduate employability remains a pressing concern within higher education, with
ongoing debates about whether academic programmes adequately prepare students for
the realities of professional practice. While WIL is widely promoted as a mechanism
for bridging the gap between theory and practice, scholars have raised concerns
regarding the uneven implementation of WIL, variations in student experiences, and the
extent to which WIL genuinely enhances employability outcomes. These tensions are
particularly evident in resource-constrained contexts, where access to quality
placements, industry partnerships, and structured support may vary significantly.

Recent studies in the African context highlight both the potential and limitations of WIL.
For example, Lubbe and Svensson (2022) demonstrate how project-based WIL models
can create mutually beneficial partnerships between universities and industry, while
Dipitso (2021) emphasises the importance of professional associations and industry
collaboration in strengthening employability outcomes. Similarly, Mabungela and Mtiki
(2024) report a positive relationship between academic performance and practical
application, suggesting that WIL contributes to both academic development and
workplace readiness. Collectively, these studies indicate that while WIL holds promise
for enhancing employability, its effectiveness is highly dependent on the quality of
implementation, institutional support, and industry engagement.

Within IT education, these challenges are further amplified by the nature of the
discipline. IT students are required to integrate knowledge across multiple domains,
engage in project-based problem-solving, and adapt to rapidly changing technologies
and client requirements. Client-based WIL projects, in particular, introduce complex
learning environments characterised by real-world constraints, shifting expectations,
and collaborative dynamics. Research on project-based learning supports its value in
developing essential skills such as teamwork, planning, and collaboration (Funke 2022),
while studies in ICT education highlight the role of industry-integrated curricula in
enhancing student motivation and engagement (Mielikdinen 2021). Industry
perspectives further suggest that longer-term, workplace-integrated projects are more
effective in preparing graduates for professional practice, although stronger alignment
between academia and industry remains necessary (Ahmed, Grollo, and Czech 2024).

Despite these contributions, existing research on WIL has largely focused on outcomes
such as employability indicators, skill acquisition, and programme effectiveness. Less
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attention has been given to the processes of learning, particularly how students engage
with experience, reflect on challenges, and adapt their understanding within real-world
project contexts. This gap is significant, as understanding these learning processes is
essential for designing WIL programmes that move beyond surface-level skill
development towards meaningful and transformative learning experiences. Studies by
Jackson, Dean, and Eady (2025) and Jackson and Dean (2023) further highlight that
access to WIL opportunities and learning outcomes can vary across student groups and
programme types, reinforcing the need for deeper investigation into how learning
unfolds within specific WIL contexts.

Experiential learning theory (ELT) provides a useful lens for addressing this gap. Kolb
and Kolb’s (2018, 2022) ELT conceptualises learning as a cyclical process involving
concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active
experimentation. This framework enables a deeper exploration of how students
transform practical experiences into knowledge and professional competence. Kolb and
Kolb (2022) highlight the enduring relevance of this model in higher education, while
Mutanga (2021) demonstrates its applicability in ICT-focused WIL contexts, where
students reported significant learning gains through experiential engagement. In client-
based WIL environments, where learning is iterative and shaped by real-world
interaction, ELT offers a valuable perspective for understanding how students navigate
and make sense of their learning experiences.

Against this backdrop, the present study examined how final-year IT students
experienced experiential learning within a client-based WIL project at a private higher
education institution in South Africa. The study makes three key contributions to the
field. First, it advances theoretical understanding by applying ELT to examine learning
processes within IT-focused WIL contexts. Second, it offers practical insights for
improving WIL programme design, supervision, and student support in client-based
projects. Third, it contributes to ongoing policy and curriculum discussions in South
African higher education regarding the role of WIL in enhancing graduate employability
and addressing skills gaps.

The study was guided by the following research question: How do final-year IT students
experience experiential learning during client-based work-integrated learning projects?
In addition, the following sub-question was investigated: How do these experiences
influence students’ professional and learning development?

Literature Review
WIL in Higher Education

WIL has increasingly been positioned as a key strategy for enhancing graduate
employability within higher education systems globally. However, its effectiveness is
shaped by multiple interconnected factors, including policy frameworks, theoretical
foundations, curriculum design, and industry partnerships. To understand how
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experiential learning unfolds within client-based WIL contexts, it is necessary to
examine these dimensions in an integrated manner rather than in isolation.

WIL constitutes a critical component of higher education, integrating academic
instruction with authentic workplace-based experiences. This integration enables
students to apply theoretical knowledge within professional contexts, thereby enhancing
both learning and employability outcomes. Contemporary developments in WIL have
introduced technology-mediated approaches, such as e-internships and digital service
learning, which provide scalable and sustainable alternatives to traditional placements.
While these models have been shown to yield comparable learning outcomes, they
require additional institutional and pedagogical support to ensure effectiveness (Ferns,
Rowe, and Zegwaard 2021).

The effectiveness of such programmes is largely determined by curriculum design,
institutional support, and sustained engagement with industry partners. Flexible
programme structures and adequate resourcing are essential to ensure meaningful
student participation and positive outcomes (Jackson 2024). Within the European
Higher Education Area, WIL has been positioned as a mechanism for addressing labour
market demands by fostering both technical and transferable skills, although students
often experience tensions in balancing academic and professional responsibilities
(Curto-Reverte et al. 2025). Similarly, in the South African context, WIL was
introduced to bridge the gap between theoretical knowledge and real-world industry
practice, reinforcing the role of higher education in preparing work-ready graduates
(Mutanga 2021). Central to this process are strong industry—education partnerships,
which underpin the development of employability skills and facilitate smoother
transitions into the workplace (Bayerlein et al. 2021; Jappie 2022). This positioning is
further reinforced by national higher education policies that emphasise work-readiness
and industry alignment as key outcomes of university education.

However, despite these recognised benefits, the scalability and consistency of WIL
implementation remain uneven across institutions, particularly in contexts with limited
resources and high student enrolments. This raises important questions regarding how
WIL models can be effectively adapted to different disciplinary and institutional
contexts.

While WIL provides the structural foundation for integrating academic and workplace
learning, its effectiveness depends on the underlying learning processes through which
students engage with experience.

WIL and Experiential Learning

The theoretical underpinning of WIL is commonly associated with Kolb and Kolb’s
ELT, which conceptualises learning as a cyclical process comprising concrete
experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active
experimentation. This framework emphasises the importance of engaging students in
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authentic tasks, followed by structured reflection and application, to deepen learning
and accommodate diverse learning styles (Haritha and Rao 2024).

In WIL contexts, students engage in real-world workplace activities that serve as
concrete experiences, which are then critically reflected upon and integrated into
broader conceptual understanding. Empirical studies support the applicability of this
model. For instance, Mutanga (2021) found that ICT students reported significant
learning gains through WIL participation, while Mesuwini, Thaba-Nkadimene, and
Kgomotlokoa (2021) demonstrated that lecturers engaged in WIL similarly benefited
through practical exposure, collaboration, and skills development.

Despite the strong theoretical grounding, critiques of experiential learning within WIL
contexts suggest that reflection is not always systematically facilitated, potentially
limiting the depth of learning achieved. Furthermore, while ELT provides a useful lens,
it does not fully account for the complexities introduced by technology-mediated and
large-scale WIL implementations. Emerging research highlights the growing
importance of reflective practice, employability skills, and self-efficacy, while pointing
to opportunities for further exploration of digital and ICT-integrated WIL models
(Amarathunga 2024), thus demonstrating the need to better understand how experiential
learning principles are operationalised within contemporary, technology-enhanced WIL
environments.

These experiential learning processes are closely linked to broader debates on graduate
employability, which remains a central justification for WIL implementation.

WIL and Graduate Employability

A substantial body of research highlights the contribution of WIL to graduate
employability. In the South African context, participation in such programmes has been
associated with significantly improved employment outcomes, including notable
reductions in graduate unemployment (Jonck 2014). Beyond employment access, WIL
enhances key graduate attributes such as communication, teamwork, time management,
and professional identity (Dwesini 2017), which are essential for navigating complex
workplace environments.

WIL also facilitates the transfer of knowledge across diverse professional contexts,
enabling graduates to adapt more effectively to industry demands (Rambe 2018).
Empirical evidence further indicates a positive correlation between WIL participation
and employment success, with graduates more likely to secure relevant positions
(Mabungela and Mtiki 2024; Suresh and Ananda 2024). However, much of this
evidence is based on short-term or self-reported outcomes, with limited longitudinal
research examining sustained career progression.

Importantly, different forms of WIL offer differentiated benefits. Workplace-based
models strengthen job readiness, while non-traditional and global WIL initiatives foster
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adaptability and collaborative skills (Jackson and Dean 2023). The integration of WIL
into the curriculum therefore contributes to holistic student development by combining
academic knowledge with practical experience, supporting both technical competencies
and soft skills such as communication, ethical awareness, and digital literacy (Srivastava
and Haghi 2024). Nevertheless, the extent to which these employability outcomes are
consistently achieved across disciplines, particularly within ICT programmes, remains
underexplored.

Within this employability agenda, partnership-based and client-driven WIL models
have emerged as key mechanisms for operationalising experiential learning in practice.

Client-Based and Partnership Models in WIL

Partnership-based models represent a key approach to implementing WIL within higher
education, embedding authentic work experiences into academic programmes through
collaboration with industry stakeholders. Evidence suggests that such approaches yield
positive outcomes, including high levels of student satisfaction and improved
employment prospects (Taylor and Govender 2017). Additionally, these partnerships
provide mutual benefits, including talent pipelines for industry and enhanced curriculum
relevance for institutions (Govender and Taylor 2015).

Project-based WIL has emerged as a particularly effective model, enabling students to
engage in complex, real-world problems that require interdisciplinary knowledge and
collaboration. These “projects of consequence” (Piggott and Winchester-Seeto 2020, 2)
promote critical thinking, problem-solving, and the application of theory to practice
(Hayes and Cejnar 2020; Piggott and Winchester-Seeto 2020). Furthermore,
collaboration between universities, students, and industry partners creates mutually
beneficial outcomes by aligning educational objectives with industry needs (Lubbe and
Svensson 2022).

Effective implementation relies on strong stakeholder engagement, often conceptualised
as a tripartite relationship between universities, students, and industry partners. This
collaboration supports curriculum co-creation, enhances mentorship opportunities, and
strengthens employability outcomes, particularly for disadvantaged students (Mayombe
2022; Ruskin and Bilous 2021).

However, sustaining such partnerships presents ongoing challenges, including differing
stakeholder expectations, resource constraints, and administrative complexities. In
practice, these challenges can limit the scalability and long-term sustainability of
partnership-based WIL models, particularly in resource-constrained environments.

Despite these benefits, the implementation of WIL is not without challenges, which can
significantly shape students’ learning experiences.
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Challenges in WIL

Despite its recognised benefits, WIL implementation is associated with several systemic
and operational challenges. These include resource constraints, competing stakeholder
priorities, and legal and ethical considerations, all of which can hinder effective
programme delivery (Jackson 2024). Additional pressures, such as increasing student
enrolments, limited placement opportunities, and academic staff turnover further
complicate coordination (Doolan et al. 2019).

Assessment within WIL contexts presents difficulties, especially in aligning academic
requirements with workplace experiences. Greater industry involvement in assessment
design and improved alignment of reflective activities with practical tasks are necessary
to enhance learning outcomes (Lasen et al. 2018; Luk and Chan 2024).

Students also face a range of practical challenges, including delays in placement
allocation, insufficient digital and communication skills, and difficulties adapting to
workplace expectations. Misalignment between academic requirements and workplace
practices, particularly in relation to documentation and project management, further
exacerbates these issues (Soobramoney and Govender 2025). Additionally,
international students encounter unique barriers, highlighting the need for more
inclusive and context-sensitive WIL frameworks (Vu, Ferns, and Ananthram 2021).

These challenges suggest that, while WIL is conceptually well-established, its
implementation remains complex and uneven, requiring ongoing refinement and
contextual adaptation. Furthermore, these challenges are particularly pronounced in ICT
education, where curriculum alignment with industry demands remains a persistent
concern.

WIL and ICT Curriculum Alignment

The alignment between higher education curricula and industry requirements remains a
persistent concern, particularly within ICT disciplines. Graduates often face difficulties
entering the workforce due to mismatches between academic preparation and industry
expectations (Ohei, Brink, and Abiodun 2019). Addressing this gap requires curriculum
reform that prioritises practical skill development and stronger collaboration with
industry stakeholders.

Industry involvement in curriculum design plays a crucial role in ensuring relevance
and responsiveness to labour market needs. Through mentorship, project-based
learning, and placement opportunities, industry partners contribute to the development
of work-ready graduates (Mayombe 2022). Furthermore, integrating real-world
experiences into academic programmes enhances student motivation and engagement,
particularly when industry representatives are actively involved (Mielikdinen 2021).



Govender

Effective curriculum alignment is underpinned by collaborative approaches that involve
universities, students, and industry stakeholders in co-creation processes. Such
approaches ensure that programmes remain responsive to evolving technological and
professional demands while supporting graduate employability (Grantham and lachizzi
2024; Ruskin and Bilous 2021).

Despite the body of research on WIL, several critical gaps remain. While existing
studies consistently demonstrate the value of WIL in enhancing employability and skill
development, much of this research emphasises outcomes rather than the underlying
learning processes through which these outcomes are achieved. In particular, limited
attention has been given to how students engage with, reflect on, and make sense of
their experiences within complex, real-world client-based project environments.

This gap is especially evident within IT education, where WIL frequently takes the form
of project-based and client-driven models characterised by uncertainty, collaboration,
and evolving requirements. Although ELT is widely acknowledged as a relevant
theoretical lens, its application in examining student learning in such dynamic WIL
contexts remains underexplored.

Furthermore, while the importance of industry partnerships and curriculum alignment
is well established, less is known about how these structural elements shape students’
lived learning experiences, particularly in resource-constrained higher education
settings. As a result, there is a need for more contextually grounded research that moves
beyond measuring employability outcomes to examining how learning unfolds in
specific WIL environments.

Taken together, the literature suggests that while WIL is widely recognised as a
mechanism for enhancing graduate employability, its effectiveness is contingent on how
learning processes are structured, supported, and experienced within specific contexts.
This underscores the need for research that moves beyond outcome-based evaluations
to examine how experiential learning unfolds in client-based environments.

Theoretical Framework

This study is underpinned by Kolb and Kolb’s (2018, 2022) ELT which conceptualises
learning as a dynamic and cyclical process through which knowledge is constructed
through experience. Developed in response to transmission-based models of education,
ELT emphasises the role of active engagement, reflection, and experimentation in
meaningful learning. Kolb and Kolb (2018) propose that effective learning occurs when
individuals move through four interrelated stages: concrete experience, reflective
observation, abstract conceptualisation, and active experimentation.

The theory draws on the foundational work of Dewey, Lewin, and Piaget, positioning
experience at the centre of learning and highlighting the importance of reflection in
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transforming experience into knowledge (Murrell and Claxton 1987). Rather than
viewing learning as the passive absorption of information, ELT frames learners as active
agents who construct understanding through interaction with real-world situations and
continuous adaptation based on reflection and feedback. This perspective is particularly
relevant in professional and practice-based education, where learning occurs through
engagement with authentic tasks and social contexts.

Kolb and Kolb’s ELT has been widely applied in studies of WIL, professional
education, and project-based learning environments. Research in engineering and IT
education demonstrates that client-based and workplace learning contexts provide rich
opportunities for concrete experiences that prompt reflective observation and
conceptual refinement (Grant, Hanlon, and Young 2024; Haritha and Rao 2024). Within
WIL settings, students are required to apply theoretical knowledge to practical
challenges, evaluate the effectiveness of their actions, and adapt their approaches in
response to workplace feedback, reflecting the iterative nature of experiential learning.
Studies applying ELT in WIL contexts further highlight its usefulness in explaining how
students develop professional identity and confidence through sustained engagement
with real-world projects (Haritha and Rao 2024; Kolb and Kolb 2018).

While alternative reflective frameworks, such as Gibbs’s reflective cycle (Gibbs 1988),
emphasise structured reflection on experience, Kolb and Kolb’s ELT was selected for
this study owing to its broader and more integrative focus on the transformation of
experience into knowledge. Unlike Gibbs’s model, which primarily centres on reflective
processes, Kolb and Kolb’s framework incorporates action, reflection, conceptual
understanding, and experimentation as interconnected stages of learning. This renders
it particularly well-suited to client-based WIL contexts in IT, where students are
required not only to reflect on their experiences but also to apply, test, and refine their
learning in response to real-world project demands and client feedback.

In the context of this study, each stage of Kolb and Kolb’s experiential learning cycle is
reflected in the structure of the client-based WIL project. Concrete experience is evident
in students’ direct engagement with real clients, project requirements, and authentic
problem-solving tasks. Reflective observation occurs as students critically evaluate
challenges encountered during the project, including communication difficulties,
missed deadlines, and team dynamics. Abstract conceptualisation is reflected in
students’ ability to integrate knowledge across multiple academic modules and develop
new understandings of both technical and professional practices. Active
experimentation is demonstrated through the iterative refinement of solutions, where
students adapt their approaches in response to client feedback, testing revised strategies
in subsequent project cycles.

This operationalisation of Kolb and Kolb’s cycle facilitates a more nuanced examination
of learning processes within WIL, moving beyond a focus on outcomes to explore how
learning unfolds through experience, reflection, and adaptation. In this study, ELT
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provides an analytical lens for interpreting how final-year IT students experience
learning during client-based WIL projects. The framework is used to analyse how
students engage in concrete experiences, reflect on challenges, conceptualise learning
across disciplinary boundaries, and actively experiment with revised solutions.
Furthermore, the theory informs the interpretation of the study’s findings by linking key
themes, such as theory—practice integration, reflective learning, client engagement,
teamwork, and professional skill development to different stages of the experiential
learning cycle (Haritha and Rao 2024; Kolb and Kolb 2018).

By applying Kolb and Kolb’s ELT in this way, the study contributes to a deeper
understanding of how experiential learning processes shape student development in IT-
focused WIL contexts, offering both theoretical and practical insights into the design
and implementation of client-based learning environments in higher education.

Methodology
Research Design

This study adopted a qualitative case study design to enable an in-depth exploration of
a bounded system. A case study is particularly suited for researchers seeking an in-
depth, longitudinal examination of a “bounded system” (Creswell and Poth 2018)
which, in this instance, was a specific final-year IT project at a single South African
HEL

The study was conducted at a private HEI in South Africa that offers an IT qualification
that incorporates a structured WIL component in the final year. The WIL module is
project-based, requiring students to work in teams to develop solutions for real industry
clients over a defined academic period. Students are expected to engage with clients,
manage project timelines, and deliver functional outputs aligned with client
requirements, with supervision provided by academic staff. Assessment is based on
project deliverables, client interaction, and reflective engagement with the learning
process.

This design enables the exploration of complex learning processes that are highly
context-dependent (Yin 2018), aligning with the study’s focus on the lived experiential
learning of students as they navigate real-world client demands. Kolb and Kolb’s ELT
informed the design and interpretation of the study by providing a lens through which
students’ engagement, reflection, and adaptation during the WIL project could be
examined.

Participants and Sampling

Purposive sampling was employed to select participants who could provide
“information-rich” data regarding the phenomena of client-based WIL (Patton 2015).
Two distinct participant groups were included:
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e Student participants (n = 6): Six final-year IT students were selected. These students
were all members of the same project team, ensuring a shared “concrete experience”
as defined by Kolb and Kolb’s theory. This small, focused sample size (n = 6) is
consistent with qualitative case study norms where the goal is depth of insight rather
than statistical generalisability (Vasileiou et al. 2018).

e Industry client (n = 1): A single industry representative, acting as the project
sponsor, was interviewed. While n = 1, the client’s role was critical for data
triangulation (Flick 2018). By comparing student reflections with the client’s
external professional assessment, the study achieved a “360-degree” view of the
learning outcomes and professional growth observed during the project.

Data Collection Methods

Data were collected using semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions,
which are widely used in qualitative research to explore participants’ experiences,
perceptions, and meaning-making processes (Creswell and Poth 2018; Flick 2018).

Industry Client Interview

A one-on-one semi-structured interview lasting approximately 45—60 minutes was
conducted with the industry client. The interview focused on the client’s perceptions of
students’ ability to apply theoretical knowledge, engage professionally, respond to
feedback, and manage project challenges. This method was important for capturing an
external, industry-based perspective on student learning and performance during the
WIL project.

Semi-structured interviews are particularly effective for exploring participants’
perspectives in depth while allowing flexibility to probe emerging issues (Creswell and
Poth 2018).

Student Focus Groups

Two focus group discussions were conducted with the six final-year IT students
involved in the project. Owing to scheduling constraints, the students were divided into
two smaller groups of three participants each. While focus groups typically include
larger numbers, smaller groups allowed for more in-depth discussion and ensured that
each participant had sufficient opportunity to share their experiences. Each session
lasted between 20 and 45 minutes. Focus groups were selected to facilitate interaction
and shared reflection among participants, enabling them to build on one another’s
experiences and generate collective insights (Flick 2018). The interview with the client
and focus group discussions were audio-recorded with the participants’ consent and
transcribed verbatim to ensure accuracy and depth of analysis.
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Data Analysis

The data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis, following the approach
outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2021). This method was selected as it provides a
flexible yet systematic approach for identifying, analysing, and interpreting patterns of
meaning within qualitative data, making it particularly suitable for exploring students’
lived experiences in complex, real-world learning environments.

The analysis followed six phases. First, familiarisation with the data was achieved
through repeated reading of interview and focus group transcripts, allowing the
researcher to gain an overall understanding of participants’ experiences. Second, initial
codes were generated inductively by identifying meaningful segments of data relevant
to the research questions. These codes were derived directly from participants’ accounts
rather than being imposed a priori. Third, codes were organised into potential themes
by identifying patterns and relationships across the dataset. Fourth, these themes were
reviewed and refined to ensure coherence within themes and clear distinctions between
them. Fifth, themes were defined and named to capture their central organising
concepts. Sixth, the themes were interpreted and presented in relation to the research
questions and the broader study context (Braun and Clarke 2006).

While the coding process was primarily inductive, the interpretation of themes was
informed by Kolb and Kolb’s ELT. This theoretical lens enabled the analysis to move
beyond surface-level description by examining how students’ experiences reflected
processes of concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation, and
active experimentation. In this way, thematic analysis was used not only to identify
patterns in the data but also to interpret how experiential learning unfolded within the
client-based WIL context.

ATLAS.ti was used to support the organisation and management of data; however, the
analytical process remained interpretive and researcher-driven, consistent with
qualitative research principles.

Trustworthiness

To ensure the rigour of this qualitative study, strategies aligned with credibility,

dependability, confirmability, and transferability were applied. These criteria were

operationalised in relation to the study’s focus on understanding how final-year IT
students experience experiential learning within a client-based WIL context.

e Credibility was enhanced through data triangulation by incorporating both student
and client perspectives. This was particularly important given the study’s focus on
experiential learning processes, as it enabled the comparison of students’ self-
reported experiences with the client’s observations of their professional
performance. Additionally, the use of focus groups facilitated shared reflection
among students, aligning with the study’s emphasis on how learning unfolds
through interaction and experience. Verbatim quotations were used in the findings
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to ensure that interpretations remained grounded in participants’ lived experiences,
thereby strengthening the authenticity of the analysis.

e Dependability was ensured through a systematic and transparent research process.
A clear audit trail was maintained, documenting data collection procedures, coding
decisions, and theme development. This was particularly important in relation to
the study’s use of thematic analysis, as it allowed for consistency in how
experiential learning processes were identified and interpreted across the dataset.
The use of a structured codebook further supported consistency in analysing how
students engaged with stages of Kolb and Kolb’s experiential learning cycle.

e Confirmability was addressed by ensuring that findings were derived from
participants’ accounts rather than researcher assumptions. This outcome was
achieved through inductive coding, where themes emerged from the data, and
through the consistent use of participant excerpts to support interpretations. The
application of Kolb and Kolb’s ELT as an analytical lens provided a structured
framework for interpreting the data, reducing the risk of subjective bias while
enabling deeper insight into how students experienced learning through practice,
reflection, and adaptation.

e Transferability was supported through the provision of rich, contextual descriptions
of the research setting, participants, and the client-based WIL project. By clearly
situating the study within a South African private HEI context and an IT-specific
WIL module, the study enables readers to assess the relevance and applicability of
the findings to similar educational and disciplinary contexts. While the findings are
not intended to be generalisable, they offer insights into experiential learning
processes that may be applicable to comparable WIL environments.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval for the study was obtained prior to data collection. All participants
received information sheets outlining the purpose of the study, procedures, and their
rights as participants, and written informed consent was obtained. Participation was
voluntary, and participants were informed of their right to withdraw at any stage without
penalty.

Confidentiality and anonymity were ensured by removing identifying information from
transcripts and using pseudonyms where necessary. Data were securely stored on
password-protected devices accessible only to the researcher. As the study focused on
professional learning experiences, potential risks were minimal; however, participants
were given the option to pause or discontinue participation if they experienced
discomfort.

Findings

This section presents the findings of the study, organised around five main themes and
associated sub-themes. These themes reflect how final-year IT students experienced
experiential learning within a client-based WIL project.
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Table 1: Summary of themes identified in the study

Main Theme Sub-Themes
Experiential Learning through Theory- * Application of theoretical knowledge in real
Practice Integration client contexts

* Integration of knowledge across modules
* Learning through real-world problem-solving
Reflective and Adaptive Learning Processes ¢ Reflection on project challenges and setbacks
* Learning through iteration and feedback
* Development of self-awareness and
responsibility
Client Interaction as a Driver of Learning » Communication practices and challenges
* Role of feedback in shaping learning
* Alignment between client expectations and
student outputs
Professional Development in Collaborative » Teamwork and group dynamics

Contexts * Leadership and role negotiation

» Development of professional and soft skills
Structural Conditions Shaping Learning * Programme design and milestone structures
Experiences * Variability in client engagement

« Institutional constraints and inequities

Theme 1: Experiential Learning through Theory—Practice Integration

Students consistently described the WIL project as a critical space where theoretical
knowledge became meaningful through application in a real client context. While
concepts were introduced in earlier coursework, participants emphasised that these only
gained practical relevance when they were required to deliver functional solutions
aligned with client expectations.

Many students highlighted how knowledge from multiple modules converged during
the project, indicating a shift from fragmented understanding to integrated application.
One student noted, “I was surprised by how much theory from different modules came
together on this project.” This indicates that learning was not isolated within disciplinary
boundaries but emerged through engagement with complex, real-world tasks.

From an experiential learning perspective, this reflects concrete experience, where
learning is initiated through direct engagement with authentic problems. However,
students also acknowledged initial gaps in their preparedness, particularly in applying
project management practices, indicating that integration of theory into practice
required iterative learning.

Theme 2: Reflective and Adaptive Learning Processes

Reflection emerged as a central mechanism through which students made sense of their
experiences and adapted their approaches. Participants described frequent moments of
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reassessment, particularly when encountering missed deadlines, technical challenges, or
team-related issues.

Reflection occurred both individually and collaboratively, often during team
discussions or after client meetings. One participant stated, “Looking back, I can see
how much I grew in handling pressure and deadlines.” These reflections enabled
students to identify shortcomings in their initial strategies and adjust their approaches
accordingly.

This aligns with reflective observation in Kolb and Kolb’s cycle, where learners
critically evaluate their experiences. Importantly, reflection extended beyond technical
problem-solving to include personal development, such as managing stress,
responsibility, and motivation. This reinforces the role of WIL in facilitating both
cognitive and affective learning processes.

Theme 3: Client Interaction as a Driver of Learning

Client engagement played a significant role in shaping students’ learning experiences.
Interaction with the client introduced real-world expectations, accountability, and
iterative feedback, which influenced how students approached their work.

However, communication practices were initially inconsistent. Several students
reported relying heavily on informal platforms such as WhatsApp, which sometimes
limited clarity. One student remarked, “We got too comfortable with WhatsApp instead
of visiting.” This provides evidence that while communication was frequent, it was not
always effective.

Client feedback acted as a catalyst for learning, prompting students to revise their work
and adapt their solutions. As one participant explained, “After each meeting, we made
sure to implement the suggestions before the next check-in.” This iterative process
reflects active experimentation, where students tested and refined their approaches in
response to feedback.

The client’s perspective supported this, noting improvements in alignment and
responsiveness over time, indicating that learning was shaped through continuous
interaction and adjustment.

Theme 4: Professional Development in Collaborative Contexts

The WIL project provided a context for developing professional skills through
teamwork and collaboration. Students described navigating diverse personalities,
unequal participation, and leadership responsibilities within their groups.

These challenges required students to engage in negotiation, delegation, and conflict
management. One participant reflected, “I realised I had to manage people, not just
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tasks.” This observation highlights the development of leadership awareness and
professional identity.

Teamwork also contributed to the development of soft skills such as communication,
confidence, and adaptability. Students reported increased confidence in presenting ideas
and engaging with the client, suggesting that professional competence developed
through sustained engagement with real-world expectations.

These experiences align with abstract conceptualisation, where students form new
understandings of professional practice based on their experiences.

Theme 5: Structural Conditions Shaping Learning Experiences

While students valued the WIL experience, their learning was influenced by structural
and programme-related factors. Participants identified issues such as uneven project
timelines, inconsistent client engagement, and unclear initial documentation.

One student noted, “Some teams started later and struggled to finish on time,” indicating
perceived inequities in project conditions. These factors affected students’ ability to
fully engage with the learning process.

At the same time, structured milestones and supervisor support were identified as key
enablers. Regular check-ins and guidance helped students stay on track and reflect on
their progress.

These findings suggest that experiential learning is not only shaped by student
engagement but also by the conditions under which learning occurs. Structural factors
can either support or constrain students’ ability to move through the stages of the
experiential learning cycle.

Discussion

This study explored how final-year IT students experienced experiential learning in a
client-based WIL project. The findings indicate that experiential learning in this context
is a dynamic and iterative process shaped by the integration of theory and practice,
reflective engagement with challenges, interaction with clients, and the structural
conditions of the programme. Rather than occurring as a linear progression, learning
emerged through continuous movement between experience, reflection, conceptual
understanding, and adaptation, consistent with Kolb and Kolb’s ELT.

In relation to the research question, these findings demonstrate that students experience

experiential learning not as a structured sequence, but as a fluid and iterative process
shaped by interaction with real-world constraints.
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A key finding of the study is that client-based WIL creates a powerful context for
integrating theoretical knowledge with real-world application. Students reported that
knowledge acquired across multiple modules only became meaningful when applied to
authentic client problems. This finding extends existing research that positions WIL as
a critical mechanism for bridging the gap between academic learning and professional
practice (Jackson and Dean 2023; Mutanga 2021). From an experiential learning
perspective, this reflects the importance of concrete experience as the foundation for
meaningful learning (Kolb and Kolb 2018). However, the findings also suggest that
students are not always fully prepared to translate theoretical knowledge into practice,
indicating the need for more scaffolded opportunities for applied learning earlier in the
curriculum.

Reflection emerged as a central process through which students made sense of their
experiences and developed professionally. Students described engaging in both
individual and collective reflection, particularly in response to project challenges such
as missed deadlines and technical difficulties. This aligns with research highlighting
reflection as a key component of WIL and a critical mechanism for developing
professional competence (Doolan et al. 2019; Jackson and Dean 2023). Within Kolb
and Kolb’s framework, these processes correspond to reflective observation, where
learners critically evaluate their experiences to inform future action. Importantly,
reflection extended beyond technical learning to include personal growth, suggesting
that WIL supports both cognitive and affective dimensions of learning.

The findings further highlight the central role of client interaction in shaping
experiential learning. Feedback from the client required students to continuously revise
and refine their work, creating iterative cycles of learning. This finding supports
previous studies that emphasise the importance of authentic stakeholder engagement in
enhancing learning outcomes in WIL contexts (Govender and Taylor 2015; Srivastava
and Haghi 2024). From a theoretical perspective, this process reflects active
experimentation, where learners test and adapt their approaches in response to feedback.
However, the reliance on informal communication platforms points to limitations in
how client interaction is structured, suggesting that the quality of engagement, rather
than its frequency, is critical for effective learning.

Collaborative work within teams also played a significant role in shaping students’
learning experiences. Students developed professional skills such as communication,
leadership, and conflict management through navigating group dynamics and shared
responsibilities. These findings align with literature that highlights the role of WIL in
fostering transferable skills essential for graduate employability (Adegbite and Hoole
2024; Dwesini 2017). Within Kolb and Kolb’s model, these experiences contribute to
abstract conceptualisation, as students develop new understandings of professional
practice based on their experiences. Notably, learning in this context involved not only
acquiring skills but also forming a professional identity.
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Despite the positive learning outcomes, the study also identified several structural
challenges that influenced students’ experiences. Variations in project timelines,
inconsistent client engagement, and unclear initial documentation created disparities in
learning opportunities. These findings reflect broader challenges in WIL
implementation identified in the literature (Doolan et al. 2019; Jackson 2024). These
findings further highlight that experiential learning is not solely dependent on student
engagement but is also shaped by programme design and institutional conditions. As
such, the effectiveness of WIL cannot be assumed but must be carefully structured to
ensure equitable and meaningful learning experiences.

Taken together, the findings indicate that experiential learning in client-based WIL
contexts is a complex and context-dependent process that requires the alignment of
multiple elements, including curriculum design, client engagement, and structured
support. The study contributes to the literature by shifting the focus from outcomes to
learning processes, demonstrating how students actively construct knowledge through
interaction, reflection, and adaptation. This shift in focus not only reinforces existing
conceptualisations of experiential learning in WIL but also challenges outcome-focused
approaches by demonstrating the importance of examining learning as a situated and
context-dependent process.

These findings have important implications for the design and implementation of WIL
programmes. Institutions should consider integrating scaffolded client-based learning
experiences earlier in the curriculum to better prepare students for final-year projects.
Additionally, establishing clearer structures for client communication and ensuring
consistency in project conditions can enhance the quality of learning experiences. By
aligning programme design with the principles of experiential learning, higher
education institutions can better support the development of work-ready graduates in IT
and related disciplines.

Collectively, these findings extend current understandings of WIL by demonstrating
that experiential learning is not only shaped by participation in workplace activities, but
by the dynamic interaction between curriculum design, client engagement, and
reflective practice within specific institutional contexts.

Recommendations

Based on the study findings, the following recommendations are proposed:

1. Introduce scaffolded client-based learning earlier in the curriculum: To better prepare
students for final-year WIL projects, institutions should embed smaller, structured
client-based or project-based tasks in earlier years of study. For example, second- and
third-year modules can include short industry-informed projects that require students to
engage with basic client requirements, present solutions, and reflect on their
experiences. This would support the gradual development of skills related to problem-
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solving, communication, and teamwork before students engage in high-stakes final-year
projects.

2. Standardise project timelines and deliverables across all student teams: To address
inconsistencies in learning experiences, WIL coordinators should implement a unified
project schedule with clearly defined milestones for all teams. This schedule should
include:

e A standardised project start date

e  Weekly or bi-weekly deliverables

e C(Clearly defined submission checkpoints

This approach would ensure equitable learning conditions and reduce the risk of delayed
project initiation affecting student performance.

3. Formalise client communication protocols: Institutions should establish clear
guidelines for student—client interaction at the start of the WIL project. These guidelines
should include:

e Designated communication platforms (e.g., email, MS Teams)

e Scheduled formal meetings (e.g., weekly check-ins)

e Documentation of client feedback after each interaction

This would improve communication clarity, promote professionalism, and ensure that
feedback is consistently integrated into student work.

4. Strengthen supervisory support through structured engagement: Supervisors should
adopt a more structured approach to student support by implementing:

e Scheduled one-on-one supervision sessions

e Progress tracking through milestone reviews

e Guided reflective discussions linked to project experiences

This approach would facilitate students in navigating challenges, encourage reflective
learning, and ensure alignment between academic expectations and project
requirements.

5. Improve project briefing and documentation at project initiation: Clear and
comprehensive project documentation should be provided at the outset of the WIL
project. This documentation should include:

e Detailed project scope and objectives

e Defined roles and responsibilities

e Expected deliverables and timelines

Providing this clarity early in the project would reduce uncertainty, improve planning,
and enable students to engage more effectively with their tasks.
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6. Ensure equitable client engagement across all student groups: Institutions should
monitor and regulate client involvement to ensure consistency across teams by:

e Setting minimum expectations for client interaction

e Providing orientation or guidelines for clients

e Monitoring engagement through supervisor check-ins

This approach would help minimise disparities in learning experiences caused by
varying levels of client availability and involvement.

Conclusion

This study explored how final-year IT students experienced experiential learning within
a client-based WIL project at a private HEI in South Africa. By applying an experiential
learning lens, the study examined how students engaged with real-world challenges,
reflected on their learning, and adapted their practices in response to client interaction,
teamwork dynamics, and structural programme conditions.

The findings demonstrate that client-based WIL provides a meaningful context for
integrating academic theory with professional practice. Students’ learning extended
beyond technical skill development to include reflection, adaptation, and the formation
of professional identity. Through sustained engagement with authentic tasks and
stakeholder expectations, students developed increased confidence, improved
communication skills, and greater professional awareness. At the same time, the study
highlights that experiential learning is shaped not only by student engagement, but also
by the quality of supervision, client interaction, and programme structure.

Importantly, the study contributes to the WIL literature by shifting the focus from
outcomes to learning processes, offering insight into how experiential learning unfolds
within IT-focused, client-based environments. These findings reinforce the value of
experiential learning as a pedagogical approach for preparing graduates for complex
and evolving professional contexts.

However, several limitations should be acknowledged. The study was conducted within
a single private HEI, which may limit the transferability of the findings to other
institutional contexts. Additionally, the sample size was small and focused on one
student group and a single client, which may not capture the full diversity of WIL
experiences. The reliance on self-reported data from students may also introduce
potential bias, as participants may reflect positively or selectively on their experiences.
Furthermore, the study examined learning within a specific IT-focused WIL project,
and findings may not fully generalise to other disciplines or WIL models.

Despite these limitations, the study provides valuable insights into how experiential

learning is constructed within client-based WIL environments, offering a foundation for
future research and practice in higher education. Future research could expand this work
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by examining multiple institutions, larger and more diverse student cohorts, and
comparative WIL models across disciplines. Such research would further strengthen our
understanding of how experiential learning can be effectively designed and supported
within higher education.

References

Adegbite, W. M., and C. Hoole. 2024. “The Nexus of Work Integrated Learning and Skills
Among Engineering Students in Nigerian Universities: A Structural Equation Model
Approach.” Journal of Teaching and Learning for Graduate Employability 15 (1): 91-107.
https://doi.org/10.21153/jtlge2024vol15no1art1 824

Ahmed, S., L. Grollo, and D. Czech. 2024. “Industry Perspectives on Project-Based Learning
as a Form of Work-Integrated Learning in Science.” Journal of Teaching and Learning for
Graduate Employability 15 (1): 225-248.
https://doi.org/10.21153/jtlge2024voll5nolart1 879

Amarathunga, B. 2024. “Work Integrated Learning and Trending Areas for Future Studies: A
Systematic Literature Review and Bibliometric Analysis.” Asian Education and
Development Studies 13 (2): 97-116. https://doi.org/10.1108/AEDS-12-2023-0175

Bayerlein, L., M. T. Hora, B. A. Dean, and A. Perkiss. 2021. “Developing Skills in Higher
Education for Post-Pandemic Work.” Labour and Industry: A Journal of the Social and
Economic Relations of Work 31 (4): 418-429.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10301763.2021.1966292

Braun, V., and V. Clarke. 2006. “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology.” Qualitative
Research in Psychology 3 (2): 77-101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Braun, V., and V. Clarke. 2021. Thematic Analysis: A Practical Guide. London: Sage.

Creswell, J. W., and C. N. Poth. 2018. Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing
among Five Approaches. 4th ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Curto-Reverte, A., M. C. Peguera-Carré, H. Cobos-Rius, and C. Vidal-Marti. 2025. “The Role
of Work-Integrated Learning in the European Higher Education Area: A Systematic
Review.” Review of Education 13 (3): €70114. https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.70114

Dipitso, P. 2020. “Work-Integrated Learning for Mining Engineering Training and the
Employability Nexus in Traditional Research Universities: A Case of Selected South
Africa Universities.” Journal of Comparative and International Higher Education 12
(n6S1): 122—136. https://doi.org/10.32674/jcihe.v12i6S1.2192

Doolan, M., B. Piggott, S. Chapman, and P. Rycroft. 2019. “The Benefits and Challenges of
Embedding Work Integrated Learning: A Case Study in a University Education Degree
Program.” Australian Journal of Teacher Education 44 (6).
https://doi.org/10.14221/ajte.2018v44n6.6

21



Govender

Dwesini, N. F. 2017. “The Role of Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) in Enhancing
Employability Skills: Graduate Perspectives.” African Journal of Hospitality, Tourism and
Leisure 6 (2).

Ferns, S. J., A. D. Rowe, and K. E. Zegwaard, eds. 2021. Advances in Research, Theory and
Practice in Work-Integrated Learning: Enhancing Employability for a Sustainable Future.
Ist ed. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003021049

Flick, U. 2018. An Introduction to Qualitative Research. 6th ed. London: SAGE Publications.

Funke, J. O. 2022. “Literature Review of Project-Based Learning.” Journal of Educational
Research and Policies 4 (7): 110-114. https://doi.org/10.53469/jerp.2022.04(07).23

Gibbs, G. 1988. Learning By Doing: A Guide to Teaching and Learning Methods.
Oxford: Further Education Unit.

Govender, C. M., and S. Taylor. 2015. “A Work Integrated Learning Partnership Model for
Higher Education Graduates to Gain Employment.” South African Review of Sociology 46
(2): 43-59. https://doi.org/10.1080/21528586.2015.1009857

Grant, M., C. Hanlon, and J. A. Young. 2024. “The Graduate Employability Cycle of Learning:
Preparation, Practice, and Presentation.” Journal of Teaching and Learning for Graduate
Employability 15 (1): 255-275. https://doi.org/10.21153/jtlge2024vol15nolart1944

Grantham, S., and M. Iachizzi. 2024. “From Classroom to Career: A New Approach to Work-
Integrated Learning in Communication Studies.” Higher Education, Skills and Work-
Based Learning 14 (4): 821-834. https://doi.org/10.1108/HESWBL-02-2024-0051

Haritha, G., and R. Rao. 2024. “A Holistic Approach to Professional Development: Integrating
Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory for Soft Skills Mastery.” Journal of Engineering
Education Transformations 37 (2): 415-424.
https://doi.org/10.16920/jeet/2024/v37is2/24069

Hayes, M., and L. Cejnar. 2020. “Evaluating Alternative Work-Integrated Learning
Opportunities: Student Perceptions of Interdisciplinary Industry-Based Projects.” Journal
of University Teaching and Learning Practice 17 (4): 1-14.
https://doi.org/10.53761/1.17.4.7

Jackson, D. 2024. “Work-Integrated Learning: Opportunities and Challenges in
Australia.” Higher Education Research and Development 43 (3): 767-773.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2024.2307929

Jackson, D., and B. A. Dean. 2023. “The Contribution of Different Types of Work-Integrated

Learning to Graduate Employability.” Higher Education Research and Development 42
(1): 93—110. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2022.2048638

22


https://doi.org/10.53469/jerp.2022.04(07).23

Govender

Jackson, D., B. A. Dean, and M. Eady. 2025. “Equity and Inclusion in Work-Integrated
Learning: Participation and Outcomes for Diverse Student Groups.” Educational
Review 77 (2): 329-350. https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2023.2182764

Jappie, N. 2022. “Reconfiguring and Reshaping Work Integrated Learning (WIL) for
Employability beyond Covid-19.” In Education and New Developments 2022, Vol.2,
edited by Mafalda Carmo, 456-460. Lisbon: inScience Press.
https://doi.org/10.36315/2022v2end100

Jonck, P. 2014. “The Mitigating Effect of Work-Integrated Learning on Graduate Employment
in South Africa.” Africa Education Review 11 (3): 277-291.
https://doi.org/10.1080/18146627.2014.934988

Kolb, A., and D. Kolb. 2018. “Eight Important Things To Know About The Experiential
Learning Cycle.” Australian Educational Leader 40 (3): 8—14.

Kolb, A. Y., and D. A. Kolb. 2022. “Experiential Learning Theory as a Guide for Experiential
Educators in Higher Education.” Experiential Learning and Teaching in Higher
Education 1 (1): 38. https://doi.org/10.46787/elthe.v1i1.3362

Lasen, M., S. Evans, K. Tsey, C. Campbell, and 1. Kinchin. 2018. “Quality of WIL Assessment
Design in Higher Education: A Systematic Literature Review.” Higher Education
Research and Development 37 (4): 788-804.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2018.1450359

Lubbe, I., and G. Svensson. 2022. “Work Integrated Learning (WIL) Model-A Win-Win
Process between University, Postgraduate Business Students and Industry.” The
Independent Journal of Teaching and Learning 17 (1): 39-59.
https://doi.org/10.17159/wf6xdn34

Luk, L. Y. Y., and C. K. Chan. 2024. “Assessing Student Learning in Work-Integrated
Learning (WIL): A Systematic Review on Assessment Methods and Purposes.” Studies in
Educational Evaluation 81: 101345. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.stueduc.2024.101345

Mabungela, M., and V. Mtiki. 2024. “Accelerating Graduate Employability through Work-
Integrated Learning.” Research in Social Sciences and Technology 9 (1): 291-304.
https://doi.org/10.46303/ressat.2024.17

Mayombe, C. 2022. “Partnership with Stakeholders as Innovative Model of Work-Integrated
Learning for Unemployed Youths.” Higher Education, Skills and Work-Based Learning 12
(2): 309-327. https://doi.org/10.1108/HESWBL-03-2021-0065

Mesuwini, J., K. L. Thaba-Nkadimene, and L. Kgomotlokoa. 2021. “Nature of TVET Lecturer
Learning during Work Integrated Learning: A South African Perspective.” Journal of
Technical Education and Training 13 (4): 106-117.
https://doi.org/10.30880/jtet.2021.13.04.009

23


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.stueduc.2024.101345
https://doi.org/10.1108/HESWBL-03-2021-0065

Govender

Mielikdinen, M. 2021. “Towards Blended Learning: Stakeholders’ Perspectives on a Project-
Based Integrated Curriculum in ICT Engineering Education.” Industry and Higher
Education 36 (1): 74-85. https://doi.org/10.1177/0950422221994471

Murrell, P. H., and C. S. Claxton. 1987. “Experiential Learning Theory as a Guide for
Effective Teaching.” Counselor Education and Supervision 27 (1): 4-14.
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6978.1987.tb00735.x

Mutanga, B. M. 2021. “The Impact of Work Integrated Learning Towards Students’ Learning:
The Case of ICT Students in South African Universities of Technology.” International
Journal of Computer Aided Engineering and Technology 15 (2-3): 188-202.
https://doi.org/10.1504/1JCAET.2021.117130

Ohei, K. N., R. Brink, and A. Abiodun. 2019. “Information and Communication Technology
(ICT) Graduates and Challenges of Employability: A Conceptual Framework for
Enhancing Employment Opportunities in South Africa.” Gender And Behaviour 17 (3):
13500-13521.

Patton, M. Q. 2015. Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods: Integrating Theory and
Practice. 4th ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications.

Piggott, L., and T. Winchester-Seeto. 2020. “Projects of Consequence: Interdisciplinary WIL
Projects Designed to Meet the Needs of Partners and Students.” Journal of University
Teaching and Learning Practice 17 (4): 1-11. https://doi.org/10.53761/1.17.4.9

Rambe, P. 2018. “Using Work Integrated Learning Programmes as a Strategy to Broaden
Academic and Workplace Competencies.” S4 Journal of Human Resource
Management 16 (1): 1-16. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajhrm.v1610.999

Ruskin, J., and R. H. Bilous. 2021. “Engaging Stakeholders in Work-Integrated Learning: A
Sustainable Model for Curriculum Co-Creation.” In Advances In Research, Theory and
Practice in Work-Integrated Learning, edited by Sonia J. Ferns, Anna D. Rowe, and
Karsten E. Zegwaard. 49-59. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003021049-7

Soobramoney, J., and K. Govender. 2025. “Work-Integrated Learning Challenges of
Engineering Diploma Students at Select South African Universities of
Technology.” Educational Challenges 30 (1). https://doi.org/10.34142/2709-
7986.2025.30.1.01

Suresh, M., and A. Ananda. 2024. “A Study on Effect of Work Integrated Learning Programs
and Employability among Graduates.” EPRA International Journal of Multidisciplinary
Research 10 (8). https://doi.org/10.36713/epral 7941

Srivastava, R., and M. Haghi. 2024. “Embedding Work-Integrated Learning in Undergraduate
College-Level Curriculum to Enhance Employability Skills among Students.” Journal of
Teaching English for Specific and Academic Purposes 12 (2): 305-312.
https://doi.org/10.22190/JTESAP231206025S

24


https://doi.org/10.36713/epra17941

Govender

Taylor, S., and C. M. Govender. 2017. “Increasing Employability by Implementing a Work-
Integrated Learning Partnership Model in South Africa—A Student Perspective.” Africa
Education Review 14 (1): 105-119. https://doi.org/10.1080/18146627.2016.1224585

Vasileiou, K., J. Barnett, S. Thorpe, and T. Young. 2018. “Characterising and Justifying
Sample Size Sufficiency in Interview-Based Studies: Systematic Analysis of Qualitative
Health Research over a 15-Year Period.” BMC Medical Research Methodology 18 (1):
148. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-018-0594-7

Vu, T., S. Ferns, and S. Ananthram. 2022. “Challenges to International Students in Work-
Integrated Learning: A Scoping Review.” Higher Education Research and

Development 41 (7): 2473-2489. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2021.1996339

Yin, R. K. 2018. Case Study Research and Applications: Design and Methods. 6th ed.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

25



	Experiences of Final-Year Information Technology Students in Work-Integrated Learning
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Literature Review
	WIL in Higher Education
	WIL and Experiential Learning
	WIL and Graduate Employability
	Client-Based and Partnership Models in WIL
	Challenges in WIL
	WIL and ICT Curriculum Alignment

	Theoretical Framework
	Methodology
	Research Design
	Participants and Sampling
	Data Collection Methods
	Industry Client Interview
	Student Focus Groups

	Data Analysis
	Trustworthiness
	Ethical Considerations

	Findings
	Theme 1: Experiential Learning through Theory–Practice Integration
	Theme 2: Reflective and Adaptive Learning Processes
	Theme 3: Client Interaction as a Driver of Learning
	Theme 4: Professional Development in Collaborative Contexts
	Theme 5: Structural Conditions Shaping Learning Experiences

	Discussion
	Recommendations
	Conclusion
	References


